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Body 


In the wake of this week's corporate walk-away from a multibillion-dollar oilsands project, business leaders are 
clamouring for the "politics" to be taken out of big resource development projects. 


Conservatives in Ottawa and Alberta demand the same, while the Liberals retort that it's the other side playing 
"politics" with one of the defining issues of a generation - climate change. 


It's a classic case of the pot calling the kettle black. 


The truth is neither is willing to leave the high-stakes decisions of big development projects to a completely 
independent body all in the name of regulatory "certainty" or "depoliticizing" a crucial decision. 


Certainly when given the chance, both Conservative and Liberal governments in Ottawa in the last eight years kept 
final decisions on resource development projects with cabinet. It doesn't get any more political than that. 


Nichole Dusyk, the Pembina Institute's expert on federal environmental law, says the Liberal overhaul of federal 
environmental decision-making fixed some problems with the old Conservative law, but it remains unclear what 
criteria a cabinet uses to make decisions. 


"It's essentially a black box," she said in an interview. 


"Really what's needed is a transparent decision-making framework so that we can understand how these decisions 
are being made and whether or not individual projects are compatible with the goal of net (carbon) neutrality by 
2050. Until we have those tools to clearly link individual projects to our larger climate change goals then we are 
going to have controversy around individual project decisions." 


In the case of Teck Resources, the company got cold feet just before federal cabinet was set to decide by a 
deadline of this week. 


Environment Minister John Wilkinson tried to deflect blame, saying it was the company's own decision not to 
proceed. Wilkinson defended the government's process, claiming in the Commons the Frontier project was 
reviewed under the old law, and "one of the problems with CEA 2012 was that it forced all of the various difficult 
issues to the back end. We have fixed that through the Impact Assessment Act by ensuring that the big issues are 
dealt with early on in the process." 


That's disingenuous. 


Page 2 of 4 


Politicians won't take the politics out of big oil; Neither side will leave major project decisions to independent 
body 


The "big issues" remained squarely before cabinet. It had to decide whether the adverse impacts of the project 
were justified. 


Even the Liberals’ new law vaguely defines that. 


The criteria revolve around determining a project's contribution to "sustainability," how significant its adverse would 
be, whether mitigation through compensation or restitution for damages was possible, and, again, the impact on 
Indigenous rights and on Canada's climate commitments. 


The Liberal government, elected in October, waited as four months passed - right up to this week's deadline - 
before it was set to decide on Frontier's future. 


Meanwhile, opposition grew more entrenched and the stakes grew higher. 


Alberta Premier Jason Kenney declared last December the Frontier open-pit mine would be a litmus test of 
Ottawa's support for beleaguered oil and gas companies and workers, upping the ante, putting it at the centre of the 
Western alienation debate. 


Prime Minister Justin Trudeau came under increasing pressure from opponents within his own caucus and cabinet. 


In reality, neither Kenney nor Trudeau had done all the hard political and policy work they needed to pave the way 
toward approval. 


Teck did not specify what weighed most heavily on the minds of its board of directors. 


Federal and provincial sources each point the blame at the other for foot-dragging and for failing to clarify policy. 
But they agreed that the company was wary of the reputational damage it could face if it too became subject to the 
ongoing protests that have flared in the Coastal GasLink gas pipeline project. 


Investors, wrote Teck Resources president Don Lindsay, need certainty, and for that, governments at all levels 
need to get their regulatory act together. 


Canada's business leaders agree climate action is needed but are fuming about the mire that companies find 
themselves in. 


"The system's become highly politicized," said Canadian Chamber of Commerce president Perrin Beatty. "The 
regulatory system is broken." 


"The regulatory system is now looked upon by many groups as simply one other tool to oppose things they don't 
want. If they lose there, then it's on to taking other action with a view to ensuring that either governments lose the 
political will to see a project go ahead, or that the economics of the project are destroyed as a result of delay." 


The message to investors, he said, is "you can invest all of the money that's required, in this case perhaps a billion 
dollars, as it was in the case of TMX (the Trans Mountain expansion) as well, to go through the process; you can 
get all of your approvals to move ahead, and then find that it gets killed as a result of politics after the fact." 


But no government at the federal or provincial level has shown itself willing to depoliticize the process, or even 
honour the climate plans of a predecessor government. 


They all want to keep their hands on the levers of decision-making. 
To be clear, the reality is Canada's oil and gas sectors are plagued by many things, not just regulatory uncertainty. 


Among them, competition from cheaper international suppliers, low global oil prices; a lack of pipelines to bring 
Canadian product to markets where it could get a better price than it currently gets from U.S. buyers; rising public 
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support if not demands for greenhouse gas emission cuts; and a federal Liberal government that declares its 
relationship with Indigenous people to be the most important. 


There is no more consensus among Indigenous communities about the value of energy projects to their collective 
future than there is in the broader Canadian public. 


The bottom line is it may be impossible to take the politics - or the politicians - out of the decision-making. 


And Liberal ministers are skeptical there is any need to do so. Several interviewed this week after the collapse of 
the Frontier project said what is important is to take the "partisanship" out of the process. 


Employment Minister Carla Qualtrough, a lawyer, summed up their views best: She insisted the Liberal government 
is trying hard to take the partisanship out, but disagreed with eliminating "political oversight." 


Regulatory agencies, she said, do not look at the same things as cabinet which takes "a broader national 
perspective that might include an economic impact, like for example on Teck Frontier." 


In that case, she said, the regulatory review "looked at the environmental impact but not necessarily the economic 
impact, or the number of jobs that might be gained or lost. And that's the kind of lens we put on with cabinet." 


Conservative natural resources critic Shannon Stubbs is one of Trudeau's harshest critics in the Commons and 
voices Alberta's anguish in the energy sector. She says the new Liberal environmental review law made matters 
worse for investors, and the Conservatives will replace the Liberal law with a new process if elected. 


"We will reduce politicization of the review process and make sure that all designated projects undergo a rigorous 
consultation process," she said in a statement to the Star. Stubbs believes the final decision "should be left to the 
expert review panel to make the final determination based on the science and evidence." 


But it's an open question if the next Conservative leader will follow through on that. 
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